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Swine Erysipelas 
A review of swine erysipelas 
in the United States 
Charles Murray, B.Pd., B.S., D.V.M.* 
Dr. Murray 
T HIS disease has been recognized in 
European countries for 
many years. As early 
as 1880 a vaccine had 
been prepared there 
by Pasteur and used 
with fair results. In 
recent times it is wide-
spread over the 
continent, constituting 
the greatest hazard to 
swine raising in the areas of dense swine 
population. In the northern countries and 
England it has, as yet, proven of less prac-
tical importance. 
In this country it attracted little atten-
tion until about ten years ago. The reasons 
for this are several. It may have been here 
but mistaken for hog cholera, which it 
resembles closely. More probably it was 
due to the fact that it was so sporadic and 
mild in character, most cases showing 
only as skin forms of the disease were 
without severe general reaction. Most 
such cases were encountered at slaughter 
in the large packing centers and were 
given the name of diamond skin disease, 
suggested by red diamond-shaped blotches 
that showed distinctly on the clear skin 
after scalding and removal of hair. 
In 1931 outbreaks comparable to those 
in central Europe began to be observed in 
the swine raising section of the United 
States, and more careful study of the con-
dition by experiment stations was under-
taken. Particularly was this true in N e-
braska, where in certain sections acute 
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outbreaks of the disease have been in-
creasingly frequent. In Iowa there are 
areas where the disease is definitely on the 
increase, and the situation is serious 
enough to cause uneasiness among owners 
and veterinarians. 
As a rule, even in badly infected coun-
tries, the disease shows a tendency to 
occur in restricted localities rather than 
over wide areas. In certain seasons the 
number of affected animals in a herd may 
be high, in others low, and the death rate 
may be likewise. In fact, a certain rhythm 
of occurrence has been noted in Germany, 
where it is said to occur in waves every 
three to five years. This method of occur-
rence is not unlike hog cholera in this 
country. 
The spread of swine erysipelas from one 
place to another is influenced by several 
factors. Important among these are: the 
density of the hog population, the extent 
and methods of traffic, possibly the char-
acter of the soil, the season of occurrence, 
and the lay of the land. 
Like all diseases of man and domestic 
animals, concentration of numbers in lim-
ited areas must be regarded as favorable 
for dissemination, because of the ease of 
direct and rapid exposure. Constant at-
tention to maintenance of good sanitary 
conditions is therefore indicated. In areas 
where local exchange of animals is com-
mon practice, the opportunity for spread 
from farm to farm is to be regarded as 
most favorable. So-called community 
sales, to which swine from remote areas, 
as well as those from the immediate neigh-
borhood, are consigned, offer a favorable 
means of transmission. 
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The occurrence of the disease is marked-
ly seasonal, being highest in the third 
quarter of the year, declining in the fourth 
and gradually increasing from the second. 
Some have explained this as due entirely 
to temperature, but that may be question-
ed, and other influences may playa part. 
Symptoms Vary 
External evidences of the disease vary 
so in different outbreaks and in different 
individuals that its recognition from symp-
toms is difficult, even to those who have 
had long experience with it. There are, 
however, some manifestations helpful in 
its recognition even though they are not 
common to all cases. Among these are the 
skin reactions, the characteristic reddened 
areas of the so-called diamond skin disease. 
Unfortunately these are not of frequent 
enough occurrence to be of a great deal of 
help. They may be entirely lacking in 
a herd badly infected, or if present may 
escape the observation of the owner, par-
ticularly if his swine are dark skinned. In 
white swine they are, of course, more 
readily observed. Another evidence of 
the disease, particularly if it is of a more 
chronic nature, is lameness, with or with-
out apparent swelling of the joints, which 
are stiff and painful. 
The loss of appetite, nausea and vomit-
ing, tendency to remain in the nest as 
secluded as possible, aversion to moving 
about unless disturbed, weaving and wob-
bling of the .hind quarters, while common, 
are so little different from the behavior of 
a hog with cholera that the two diseases 
are practically indistinguishable. If ery-
sipelas alone were the only disease to con-
sider, clinical diagnosis would be possible. 
Likewise, postmortem examination is 
highly unsatisfactory because the lesions 
of erysipelas and hog cholera are almost 
identical. Animals that are apparently re-
covered from an attack and which may 
ha~e ,shown signs of good health for sev-
eral weeks, often begin to appear tired and 
listless, sitting on their haunches or re-
clining fiat on their breast bones, and die 
suddenly. Such animals will usually show 
on autopsy that a localization of the disease 
on the heart valves has occurred, and that 
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the cause of death is heart failure. The 
heart of such an animal, when cut open, 
will show a white, cauliflower-like growth 
on the valves, the exact replica of which is 
perhaps not found in any other disease. 
This is about the only lesion that can be 
regarded as of certain diagnostic value, 
but it occurs in so few individuals and so 
late in the course of the disease, that it is 
of little except confirmatory significance 
when it is already too late to apply treat-
ment. 
Under such circumstances, the owner is 
at a loss to account for his trouble, and the 
most observing and careful veterinarian 
may be at least temporarily baffled in his 
diagnosis. The only reliable method of 
identifying the disease is by laboratory ex-
amination of an animal or its organs. This 
furnishes opportunity to make microscopic 
studies and experimental animal inocula-
tion of blood, tissue extracts, or cultures. 
Injection of such into a pigeon or a white 
mouse will result usually in the death of 
the animal within 24 to 72 hours. 
While such procedure is possible and 
leads to a most reliable conclusion, it, too, 
is unsatisfactory because it requires so 
much time-time that is precious in the 
treatment of the herd should it prove that 
erysipelas is not present, but hog cholera 
is. More prompt but less satisfactory 
tests have been tried, but they have not 
proven so reliable. 
Begin Treatment 
Faced with such a predicament as above 
described, in which prompt diagnosis is 
impossible but with the history of the herd 
pointing to the condition's being erysipe-
las, treatment should be begun by the ad-
ministration of anti-erysipelas serum. The 
beneficial effect, even in case complete re-
covery does not occur, is such that if the 
disease is erysipelas, a favorable response 
may be apparent within as brief a time as 
24 hours, most certainly within 72. Later, 
two or three days, the culture vaccine may 
be given, thus establishing an immunity 
good for four to six months. In case no 
improvement of the herd is apparent as 
the result of the serum alone treatment, 
(Cc.ntinued on page 34) 
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and the evidence points to the trouble 
being hog cholera, specific treatment for 
that disease may be instituted. In Europe, 
different methods of vaccination have been 
practiced, for as long as forty years, with 
results approaching, if not equalling, those 
obtained in this country with hog cholera 
immunization. 
The methods of vaccination against 
these two diseases are quite similar. Serum 
alone produces only a temporary immunity 
of two or three weeks at most, hence is 
unsatisfactory except in emergency. 
Serum, accompanied by a small quantity 
of culture of the causative organism, or 
followed a few days later by the culture, 
results in immunity substantial for from 
four to six months. This immunity can be 
further fortified by a second injection of 
culture eight to fourteen days after the 
serum and culture, with a resulting im-
munity lasting up to one year. 
Eradication or Control? 
Upon introduction of a hitherto non-
occurring contagious animal disease into 
a stock raising country, it becomes of im-
mediate importance to apply effective 
measures to combat it, either for eradica-
tion or control. The effective method of 
eradication is by slaughter. This naturally 
is unpopular, and frequently meets with 
resistance of the public, even though in-
demnity is paid by government agencies. 
In the long run such a method, where prac-
tical, proves less costly than palliative 
methods which have control as their ob-
ject. An example of such in this country 
is the eradication of newly introduced foot 
and mouth disease on different occasions 
in the past. Canada has successfully fol-
lowed the same procedure in suppression 
of hog cholera. Success in this manner, 
however, is largely, if not wholly, influ-
enced by the extent of the disease when 
the efforts are inaugurated. Swine erysipe-
las already has such a start that, without 
great sacrifice on the part of swine raisers, 
there would be little incentive to attempt 
to eradicate it. It has, therefore, been 
deemed expedient by the government to 
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try methods of immunization that have 
proven satisfactory for its control in other 
countries. 
Dangers 
Recognizing the dangers that exist in 
the use of a biological product that con-
tains the living cause of a disease, authori-
ties have approached the problem cau-
tiously and not without first testing the 
procedure in the field under rigid control. 
That will be their attitude until field dem-
onstrations warrant a more extended use 
of the product. 
Although the results reported by au-
thorities in countries where immunization 
has long been practiced are good, and 
therefore most encouraging, no one can 
say they will be equally effective here, be-
cause conditions vary. Particularly is that 
true in the type of swine husbandry prac-
ticed. In Europe, swine are in small herds, 
better isolated and often closely housed, 
which makes it much easier to check the 
spread of any contagious disease than here 
where swine herds are large, with pas-
tures and hog lots of adjoining farms often 
separated only by fences. 
Vaccine 
Since living culture of the organism is 
used as a vaccine, it is apparent that the 
disease can no more be eradicated by the 
treatment than can hog cholera by the sim-
ultaneous treatment with serum and virus. 
The procedure can be regarded only as a 
means of insurance against loss. Such be-
ing the case, it is only reasonable that the 
use of such procedure be confined to dis-
tricts where the disease has already be-
come widely prevalent. Followed in a 
territory where only a few cases exist, it 
can be the means of rapidly spreading the 
disease. This is why the federal govern-
ment has not permitted the sale and use 
of the vaccine except for experimental 
purposes up to the present time, and it is 
hoped that indiscriminate use will never 
be permitted. 
The two-year field experiment in Ne-
braska has been sanctioned by the govern-
ment only under rigid restrictions. The 
results obtained there have been favorable 
enough that this year permission has been 
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granted for extension of the trials under 
rigid supervision to certain heavily in-
fected sections of Iowa. In Nebraska, vac-
cination for the most part has been per-
formed on farms where swine raising had 
become unprofitable or impossible because 
of the annual occurrence of the disease, 
and reports show that on many such 
farms, by early vaccination, the disease 
has been controlled and the industry has 
been restored to a profitable status. It will 
doubtless prove true, though, as it has in 
Europe, that yearly immunization will 
have to be the practice, since premises 
once heavily infected will likely remain so 
indefinitely. 
Health Hazard 
Like Bang's disease in swine and cattle, 
swine erysipelas constitutes an important 
human health hazard. It is not the same 
as human erysipelas, but is of itself readily 
transmissible to man, causing most gen-
erally a localized infection called erysipe-
loid by the medical profession. Its trans-
mission usually occurs through more inti-
mate handling of swine with hands bearing 
scratches or injuries to the skin. Its in-
cidence is highest in packing house work-
ers, meat cutters, and veterinarians. Few, 
if any, deaths in man have been reported, 
but long, painful sieges of inflammation 
are common, stubborn to any line of treat-
ment yet devised. Handling of infected 
animals and disposal of infected carcasses 
should be done with care. 
Swine erysipelas in the United States 
today offers promise of being an increas-
ingly serious threat to the swine industry. 
The closest cooperation between the vet-
erinarian, the swine raiser, and the gov-
ernment will be necessary if this menace 
is to be controlled. It is with the veterin-
arian, especially, that the responsibility 
for the control of swine erysipelas rests. 
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with very little success because of 
lack of production or fertiliy. Birds 
suffering from erythroleukosis or myeloid 
leukosis rarely produce eggs. In cases 
of ocular type, or eye type, birds may pro-
duce normally with a normal degree of 
fertility. Matings were made of iritis 
females and iritis males. The birds were 
hatched and placed in isolated colony 
houses. During a twelve-month period 
65 per cent of these birds died of s~me 
form of the fowl paralysis complex. Mat-
ings were made of iritis females and 
normal males, and about 50 per cent of 
these birds died of the complex. Matings 
of normal females with an iritis male 
were made and about 16 per cent of the 
chicks hatched from this mating died of 
fowl leukosis. 
To further this investigation, blood from 
day old chicks hatched from a mating of 
iritis females and males was injected into 
one week old susceptible stock from our 
own breeding flocks. These inoculations 
resulted in a 60 per cent mortality from 
some form of fowl leukosis during a twelve 
month period. These experiments were 
repeated using blood from one week old. 
chicks from iritis matings and at weekly 
intervals for twelve weeks, and then at 
monthly intervals up to twelve months. 
The blood was found to be infective 
at all ages. 
Control Methods 
A rigid culling program which elimin-
ates all birds with faded grey eyes, light 
colored comb and wattles, lame or para-
lyzed birds, and extremely light birds, will 
serve to eliminate carriers, thus greatly 
decreasing the incidence of this disease 
in the flock. 
When the disease becomes prevalent, 
the above procedures should be followed 
and the birds surviving kept as a source 
of resistant breeding stock. 
Only in extreme cases should a flock 
be disposed of and new birds brought on 
the premises as they will often be very 
susceptible to the disease, whose infective 
agent is already present on the premises. 
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